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 Summary. Objective. To investigate competence of general practice nurses caring for patients
with mental health problems in the somatic departments.

Material and methods. A quantitive study on competence of general practice nurses using an
anonymous questionnaire was carried out in Klaipėda secondary health care institution in
January–February of 2007. The respondents (128 general practice nurses) were selected from
seven departments, in which psychiatric consultation was more frequently recommended. In the
working places of nurses, 140 questionnaires were distributed; 135 questionnaires were completed
(response rate was 96.4%), among them 7 questionnaires were acknowledged as not valid.

Results. About 45.0% of general practice nurses had knowledge how to care for the patients
with mental health problems, from 1.6 to 21.9% did not have knowledge, and the rest reported
having only moderate knowledge (28.1–64.1%). These findings provided a statistically significant
link between the duration of employment and education (r from 0.292 to 0.76; P from <0.05 to
<0.01). However, only 30.5% of respondents were able to manage conflicts. Most common
undesirable events (60.3%) were runaway from inpatient clinic care, injury followed by runaway
(29.4%), and suicide (10.3%). From 18.8% to 28.9% of respondents believed that undesirable
events were influenced by an unsuitable environment of the department, the shortage of time and
personnel, difficulty in getting a psychiatrist’s consultation. Only 3.1% of respondents thought
that these undesirable events might be affected by the lack of competence of personnel. Most of
the nurses (form 75.0% to 84.4%) had a positive attitude toward the patients; however, the nursing
principles were recognized only by (6.3% to 24.2%) of respondents.

Conclusions. Competence of the nurses caring for the patients with mental health problems is
not at the level required. This may be associated with insufficient professional skills, conflict
situations with the patients, and the lack of acknowledgment of the principles of nursing.
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Introduction
We are living at the time of the development of

scientific knowledge and technology when cities, their
industry and transport are growing rapidly. Due to the
pace of modern life, with an increase of the enormous
flow of information, human mental and emotional ten-
se are also growing. We are exposed to a busy life
everywhere and all the time that is why we feel tense
and, thus, are not able to relax and have a rest. We are
in nervous disposition, experiencing difficulties in
communication with others, and in general, we are
not able to take joy any more (1). This affects the human
body, damages the nervous/mental system, and leads

to neurosis, alcoholism, drug use, depression, higher
rate of birth of children with physical and mental in-
feriority. According to the data of the World Health
Organization, 30.0% to 50.0% of all patients in hos-
pitals of developed countries are suffering from various
mental disorders (2). This fact worries physicians,
scientists, state officers, society because good mental
health is a key factor in human existence and society
welfare. Current research shows that a group of mental
disorders is in the leading position contributing to the
burden of diseases. The population of the East Europe
has been struck down by early deaths, which are relat-
ed not to common body afflictions but to emotions,
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psyche, and behavior (3). Psychological factors induce
somatic disease, and somatic factors may be a cause
of mental disorders. The findings of scientific studies
showed that sufferers from somatic diseases and pa-
tients with mental disorders more frequently become
handicapped; thus, they need health care services. This
group of patients is in demand of prompt and qualified
help (4). A dramatic change can be observed by people
who surround a person, while a slight change may be
detected only by physicians. If mental disorders are
not recognized in time, harm may be caused not only
to a person but also to a society as well (5). To help a
patient it is necessary to know the features of mental
disorders, to understand and be able to evaluate them.
These disorders are detected by carrying out special
psychological tests, by talking to the patients, observ-
ing their behavior; thus, the role of a nurse is very
important. The key role is assigned to these specialists
because they have more relationships with the patients
(6). Changes taking place in social, economic, and
cultural life of Lithuania influence the demand of nur-
se to obtain new knowledge, skills, and abilities. The
term competence describes the persons that have
appropriate professional status and characterizes their
level of knowledge, abilities, perception that corres-
pond the requirement of performed tasks or solution
of problems (7). However, often general practice
nurses lack skills and understanding of how to meet
the complicated demands of the patients with mental
health problems. Most of these patients suffer enor-
mously, and this suffering is amplified by the presence
in hospital. Nurses frequently are disappointed with
possibility to help the patient, and it seems that most
of them do not believe in the importance of their
personal behavior with a patient. The main attention
is paid to the physiological aspects while mental health
problems are often ignored; thus, most of the patients
are solitary in their sufferings. Therefore, it is very
important to train nurses with their active participation
on a continuing basis because good patient-oriented
health care is only possible when the professional
demands of employees are satisfied (8, 9).

The aim of this study was to examine competence
of general practice nurses caring for the patients with
mental health problems in the somatic departments.

Methods
The study on competence of general practice nurses

was conducted in Klaipėda secondary care institution
during January and February of 2007. A total of 128
general practice nurses from the following depart-
ments were enrolled into the study: gastroenterology,
cardiology, internal diseases and diagnostics, surgery,

palliative treatment and nursing, resuscitation and
intensive therapy, rehabilitation (after sustaining stro-
ke). These patients more commonly need a psychiat-
rist’s consultation. The hospital departments, where
the study took place, were selected using the 2006
registry of on-call and reception consultations. The
study comprised only nurses working in the somatic
departments and having at least one year of expe-
rience. The age of respondents was from 20 to 55
years. The mean age was 39.96 (SD, 0.33) years. Less
than three-fourths (72.6%) of nurses had been working
for up to 20 years; employment of 20 years and more
was reported by 27.4% of respondents. The mean
duration of employment was 14.28 (SD, 9.83) years.
Less than one-third (29.0%) of participants of the
study reported to have special secondary, 29.0% had
university higher education, and 42.0% of respondents
had non-university higher education. To carry out a
study on competence of general practice nurses, a
questionnaire was developed based on the legal regu-
lations of rights, duties, competence, and responsi-
bility of general practice nurses, the Law of the
Republic of Lithuania on the rights of Patients and
Compensation for the Damage to their Health (10),
the European Charter of Patients’ Rights and the Euro-
pean Patients Rights (11). An anonymous question-
naire consisted of 29 questions, which were related
to the following issues: demographic data (3 ques-
tions), knowledge of nurses (9 questions), skills (9
questions), attitude toward patients with mental health
problems (8 questions). All respondents before the
survey were informed about the aim of the study, and
anonymity and confidentiality were guaranteed. All
respondents had an opportunity to cancel their parti-
cipation at any stage of the study. Permission to per-
form this study was given by the director of the Hos-
pital. An anonymous questionnaire was performed in
written. A total of 140 questionnaires were distributed
in the working places of nurses, 135 questionnaires
were answered (response rate was 96.4%), and 7 ques-
tionnaires were recognized as invalid.

Statistical data analysis was performed using the
software package SPSS 13.0 for Windows and Micro-
soft Office Excel 2003. Correlation analysis of va-
riables was carried out by applying rank correlation
coefficient of Spearman. Analysis of hypotheses of
independency link strength between variables was eva-
luated applying contingency coefficient and Kendall’s
coefficient. Difference between data was considered
significant when P was <0.05 (confidence level, 95%).

Results
The answers of respondents are presented in Tables
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1–3. Table 1 shows that from 32.8% to 82.8% of ge-
neral practice nurses (according to the questions pre-
sented in the questionnaire) had knowledge of how to
care for the patients with mental health problems, from
1.6% to 21.9% of nurses did not have knowledge, and
from 28.1% to 64.1% reported moderate knowledge.
The results of assessment of knowledge show that
82.8% of respondents knew how to advice the patients
with mental health problems and seeking for help
(Table 1). Correlation analysis showed that there is a

statistically significant link between knowledge of
nurses and their employment duration. Duration of
employment correlates with knowledge of the prin-
ciples of drug action (neuroleptics, tranquillizers,
antidepressants) (r=0.76, P<0.05); ability of nurses
to detect possible threats to a patient’s or other per-
sons’ health and life (r=0.292; P<0.01); the methods
used to resolve conflicts caused by the patients with
mental problems (r=0.245; P<0.01). Education was
also related to knowledge and experience in caring

Table 1. Subjective assessment of general practice nurses

                    Questions for evaluation of knowledge Number of nurses %
1. Have knowledge of the effect of physical, social, cultural, political
factors on mental health:

Yes 42 32.8
Partially 82 64.1
No

2. Know how to recognize the symptoms of mental disorders and evaluate
their impact on patient’s behavior:

Yes 62 48.4
Partially 64 50.0
No 2 1.6

3. Know how to evaluate the need of nursing of the patients with mental
health disorders:

Yes 51 39.8
Partially 67 52.3
No 10 7.8

4. Know the general principles of action of neuroleptics, tranquillizers,
and antidepressants:

Yes 46 35.9
Partially 74 57.8
No 8 6.3

5. Know how to recognize and evaluate adverse reactions to treatment
in a patient

Yes 46 35.9
Partially 78 60.9
No 4 3.1

6. Know how to interact with the patients with mental health problems
Yes 59 46.1
Partially 65 50.8
No 4 3.1

7. Know how to advice to the patients with mental health problems and
seeking for help:

Yes 106 82.8
No 22 17.2

8. Know how much to require from a patient with mental health problems:
Yes 44 34.4
Partially 76 59.4
No 8 6.3

9. Know how to react to patient’s hallucinations in a proper way:
Yes 64 50.0
Partially 36 28.1
No 28 21.9
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for the patients with mental health problems (r=0.356;
P<0.01). Thus, duration of employment and education
have a positive effect on nurse competence. Further-
more, associations between knowledge of the impact
of physical, social, cultural, political factors on mental
health and the following knowledge were found: how

to recognize symptoms of mental disorder, to evaluate
their effect on patient’s behavior (r=0.468; P<0.01);
how to interact with the patients with mental health
problems (r=0.445; P<0.01); how to detect possible
threats to a patient’s or other persons’ health and life
(r=0.224; P<0.05); how to evaluate the need of nursing

Table 2. Skills of general practice nurses caring for the patients with mental health problems

                    Questions for analysis of skills Number of nurses %
1. Conflicts with the patients with mental problems take place:

Yes 102 79.7
No 26 20.3

2. Are you able to manage conflicts caused by the patients with mental
problems?

Yes 39 30.5
Partially 87 67.9
No 2 1.6

3. Are you able to predict a possible danger to patient’s or other
person’s health?

Yes 24 18.8
Partially 90 70.3
No 14 10.9

4. Undesirable events while caring for the patients with mental disorders:
Present 68 53.1
Runaway from inpatient clinic 41 60.3
Injury followed by runaway 20 29.4
Suicide 7 10.3
Absent 60 46.9

5. Factors mostly influencing undesirable events:
Environment of the department is not adjusted 37 28.9
Patient’s actions 35 27.3
Limited time of workers 28 21.9
Lack of staff 24 18.8
Competence of staff is not sufficient 4 3.1

6. Participation in training courses, seminars, conferences on caring for
the patients with mental health problems during the last five years:

Yes 31 24.2
No 97 75.8

7. Most needed help working with the patients with mental health
problems:

More training 38 29.7
Adjusted environment of the department 36 28.1
Psychiatrist’s consultations for staff 32 25.0
More staff 22 17.2

8. Difficult to assure patients’ safety:
At night 73 57.0
In the evening 24 18.8
In the morning 20 15.6
In the afternoon 11 8.6

9. Next shift is informed about altered patient’s behavior:
Yes 101 78.9
Partially 23 18.1
No 4 3.1

Competence of nurses caring for patients with mental health problems
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for a patient with mental problems (r=0.329; P<0.01).
These associations demonstrate that complementary
knowledge is necessary. The respondents receive and
in the future they would like to receive knowledge
and information about care of the patients with mental
health problems in the lectures, training courses, du-
ring practical work, internet, conferences, seminars,
professional literature. However, a small proportion
of respondents (24.2%) were taking part in these
activities (Table 2). Naturally, this gives less chance

to try to achieve adequate competence. A low percen-
tage (30.5%) of respondents (Table 2), who were able
to manage conflicts, and absence of statistically signi-
ficant link between self-confidence adequately to care
for the patients with mental health problems, and an
increasing rate of conflicts (r=0.015; P>0.05) show
that general practice nurses lack skills. One of most
important factors describing nurses’ knowledge and
ability to care for the patients with mental health
problems is undesirable events: 46.9% of respondents

Table 3. Attitude of general practice nurses toward the patients with mental health problems

                    Questions for analysis of attitude Number of nurses %
1. Would you be more positive about the patients with mental health
problems if you possessed more knowledge?

Yes 126 98.4
No 2 1.6

2. Do you care for the patients with mental health problems as well as
for other patients?

Yes 108 84.4
No 18 14.1
No answer 2 1.6

3. Do you avoid talking to the patients if you know that they have
mental health problems?

Yes 14 10.9
No 114 89.1

4. Predominant principles in nursing:
Responsibility 31 24.2
Nonmaleficence 27 21.1
Confidentiality 20 15.6
Autonomy 18 14.1
Dignity 14 10.9
Professional competence 10 7.8
Justice 8 6.3

5. Were there any cases when a patient was subjected to laugh or
offensive talk?

Yes 6 4.7
Occasionally 26 20.3
No 96 75.0

6. Who should care for the patients with mental health problems?
Only specialists of mental health 82 64.1
Specialist of different health care sectors 38 29.7
Social workers 8 6.3

7. Are mental disorders curable?
Yes 4 3.1
Partially 106 82.8
No 18 14.1

8. How do you cope with conflicts caused by the patients
with mental health problems?

By means of medication 60 46.9
By means of patience, understanding, interaction 47 36.7
By means of physical measures 21 16.4
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reported no undesirable events, whereas 53.1% of ge-
neral practice nurses admitted this fact (Table 2). The
most common undesirable events (60.3%) were ru-
naway from inpatient clinic, injury followed by
runaway (29.4%), and suicide (10.3%). More than half
(57.0%) of nurses stated that the above-mentioned
threats mostly occurred at night; 78.9% of respondents
reported that they informed the next shift about chan-
ges in patient’s behavior. Less than one-third (28.9%)
of respondents indicated that these undesirable events
were due to an unsuitable environment in the depart-
ment for such group of patients; 27.3%, due to the
conditions arising from patient’s actions; 21.9%, due
to limited time of nurses; and 18.8%, due to a lack of
staff. Only a small proportion of respondents (3.1%)
believed that these undesirable events might be caused
by insufficient competence of personnel. The nurses
evaluating the problem of undesirable events pointed
out that they would like more training (29.7%), ad-
justed environment of the department (28.1%), more
staff (17.2%) and psychiatrist’s consultations (25.0%)
(Table 2). Spearmen’s rank correlation coefficient and
chi-square test confirmed a link between help that the
nurses would like to get and actions mostly influencing
undesirable events (r=0.395, P<0.05; χ2=32.05,
df=0.136, P<0.002). Since competence of nurses is
determined by all three constituents such as know-
ledge, skills, and attitude (9), nurses’ attitude toward
to the patients with mental health problems was exa-
mined. Data of the study (Table 3) show a positive
attitude of nurses toward to the patients with mental
health problems. For example, 84.4% of respondents
stated that these patients were provided with care as
well as the others, interaction was not escaped (89.1%),
and the patients were not subjected to laugh or offen-
sive talk (75.0%). However, the principles of nursing
were acknowledged only by 6.3% to 24.2% respon-
dents (Table 3). Conflicts arising in nursing were re-
solved by medication (46.9%), patience, under-
standing, interaction (36.7%), by applying physical
measures (16.4%). A statistically significant link be-
tween the methods, which are applied to deal with
conflicts, and the principles of nursing dominating at
work (r=0.333; P<0.01) shows that the main values
in nursing still remain. Mental disorders are still be-
lieved to be incurable; thus, it should be in responsibi-
lity of specialists of psychiatry to help the persons
with mental health problems (12). The attitude of
respondents was very similar: only specialists of
mental health should care for the patients with metal
health problems (64.1%). Moreover, a small propor-
tion of respondents (3.1%) believed that mental dis-
orders are curable. Most respondents (82.8%) thought

that these disorders are curable only partially, and
14.1% – not curable (Table 3). This shows the ten-
dency of conservatism and a lack of competence of
workers.

Discussion
The prevalence of mental disorders among patients

for the first time was analyzed in Lithuania in Anta-
kalnis Outpatient Clinic and Departments of Gastro-
enterology and Therapy of M. Marcinkevičius Hos-
pital in 1991–1992. For the first time in Lithuania,
the study proved that the patients with somatic disea-
ses needed psychiatric help. However, existing ser-
vices in our country are not sufficient. The results of
this study led to development of training curriculum
for therapists and general practitioners with the main
focus on diagnostics and treatment of dementia, de-
pression, anxiety, and somatoform disorders (13).
However, the study showed that the largest groups of
health care workers interacting with patients more
time – nurses – were ignored. Care of the patients with
mental health problems in the somatic departments is
an actual problem. The study carried out in the Klai-
pėda University Hospital revealed that a subjective
evaluation of nurses about care of the patients with
mental health problems was not sufficient because
positive answers to most of the questions were given
by less than 50.0% of respondents. This may be partly
associated with the fact that a very small proportion
of nurses during the last five years participated in
training courses, conferences, and seminars on care
of the patients with mental health problems. In the
United Kingdom, the results of the qualitative analysis
demonstrated that general practice nurses believed that
they knew little about care of the patients with mental
health problems (8). Our study showed that compe-
tence of the nurses was positively influenced by dura-
tion of employment, education. Knowledge of disease,
particularly its symptoms, helps to understand what
may happen – all this information presents a better
opportunity to care for a patient and to prevent undesi-
rable events. This was proved by a statistically signi-
ficant positive link between ability to recognize symp-
toms of mental disorders, evaluate their influence on
patient’s behavior, and knowledge of how to interact
with a patient with mental health problems. According
to the other studies, learning is one of the means of
obtaining knowledge. It is determined that the nurses
are ready to learn although they do not believe that it
may contribute to a better improvement of patients’
care, and in their opinion, there should be more co-
operation between somatic and mental health depart-
ments. Moreover, learning should be uninterrupted;

Competence of nurses caring for patients with mental health problems

Medicina (Kaunas) 2009; 45(10)



828

hence, training on a continuing basis would be the
most useful one; it is more convenient to get informa-
tion when one needs it (14). The results of our study
show that the nurses were willing to learn, have train-
ing in seminars, conferences, workshops. The biggest
part of the nurses would like to get a psychiatrist’s
consultation on caring the patients with mental
problems. According to the findings of studies, nurses
get consultations from the specialists of the somatic
departments, and thus, they can get help and advice
how to care for the patients with mental health prob-
lems (8). Such service is not possible in the health
care institution where our study took place for the
reason that there is only one psychiatrist; thus, he is
not capable of consulting staff of almost 40 depart-
ments. Problems arise when the nurses are not able to
call a psychiatrist in the evening and at night. They
pointed out that it was most difficult to assure patients’
safety in the evening and at night (Table 3). This is
because less staff is at the time and it is more compli-
cated to care for the patients. This fact may create
undesirable events (runaway from an inpatient clinic,
injury, suicide). Our study detected a link between
help to nurses and factors influencing undesirable
events (r=0.395; P<0.05). This suggests the necessity
of nurse’s competence, an adequate policy and financ-
ing of health care. It would be useful to invest time
and money in the prevention of undesirable incidents
(9). The best way to do this is to invest in training and
education of managers and workers (3). Training is
necessary because nurses should be able to observe,
predict, and prevent undesirable events, particularly,
such as suicide. Very important prevention of suicides
is to train the health care specialists how to recognize,
evaluate a person with suicidal tendencies, to react in
a suitable way and provide help. Interaction with a
patient with mental health problems should be based
on a clear understanding of his/her intentions, parti-
cularly, when there are risk factors encouraging sui-
cidal behavior (15). Our study demonstrated that there
were conflicts with the patients with mental health
problems in the department. To predict a possible
danger to a patient’s and other persons’ health and
life is possible only partially. Nurses working in such
environment often say that they experience hopeless-
ness or lack of knowledge and skills. The participants
of the study carried out in the United Kingdom stressed
that caring for people with mental health disorders
was emotionally exhausting and debilitating. Further-
more, it reduces self-respect, decreases satisfaction
with their work, stress is experienced, commonly ho-

pelessness occurs, which leads to a pretext for limita-
tion of interaction with such patients (8). Our study
in Klaipėda health care institution showed that the
biggest part of general practice nurses would not like
to care for the patients with mental health problems.
The major part expressed their opinion that only
mental health specialists should care for these patients;
therefore, it is in agreement with our society’s opinion
that persons who were diagnosed with mental health
disorders are not able to make the decisions about
treatment, personal life, activities, and psychiatric
service should be provided in special health care insti-
tutions. Thus, it is necessary to educate society and to
form a positive attitude toward persons with mental
illnesses. According to the Pope John Paul II, a society
that only gives space to its fully functioning members
is not a society worthy of a man (5). General practice
nurses working in the Klaipėda University Hospital
do not acknowledge enough the principles of autono-
my, confidentiality, dignity, justice, and they deal with
conflicts caused by the patients with mental health
problems by means of medications. One study pointed
out that in Lithuania about 85.0% of patients were
administered drugs because of F4 group diseases
(adaptation, anxiety, somatoform disorders) in compa-
rison to 30.0% of the Norwegian patients. Such
frequent administration of drugs may be explained by
a low possibility of alternative treatment of “psychoso-
matic patients,” lack of staff, which would be able to
provide alternative treatment. Most patients needed
psychological help and behavioral therapy (consul-
tation, information, counseling, support) (16). Thus,
general practice nurses should apply alternative treat-
ment rather medication. Competent activity should be
based on values, knowledge, critical analysis, and
reflection.

Conclusions
Professional competence of the respondents is not

at the level required. This may be associated with mo-
derate professional knowledge of nurses, undesirable
events (runaway from inpatient clinic, injury, suicide),
insufficient acknowledgment of the principles in
nursing, few opportunities to obtain knowledge and
develop professional skills in conferences, seminars,
courses.
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Bendrosios praktikos slaugytojų kompetencija prižiūrint somatinių skyrių pacientus,
turinčius psichinės sveikatos problemų
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Raktažodžiai: slaugytojos kompetencija, psichinė sveikata, bendrojo profilio ligoninė.

Santrauka. Tyrimo tikslas. Ištirti bendrosios praktikos slaugytojų kompetenciją prižiūrint somatinių skyrių
pacientus, turinčius psichinės sveikatos problemų.

Tyrimo medžiaga ir metodai. Bendrosios praktikos slaugytojų kiekybinis kompetencijos tyrimas atliktas
2007 m. sausio–vasario mėnesiais antrinio sveikatos priežiūros lygmens institucijoje Klaipėdos mieste, pa-
naudojant anoniminę anketinę apklausą. Respondentės (128 bendrosios praktikos slaugytojos) buvo iš septynių
skyrių, kurių pacientams dažniausiai rekomenduojamos psichiatro konsultacijos. Slaugytojų darbo vietose
išdalyta 140 anketų, grąžintos 135 (atsako dažnis – 96,4 proc.), iš jų septynios pripažintos netinkamomis.

Rezultatai. Apie 45,0 proc. bendrosios praktikos slaugytojų žino, kaip prižiūrėti pacientus, turinčius psichinės
sveikatos problemų, nežino – 1,6–21,9 proc., likusios (nuo 28,1–64,1 proc.) teigia žinančios tik iš dalies. Nu-
statytas statistiškai reikšmingas ryšys tarp slaugytojo žinių ir jų darbo stažo bei išsilavinimo (r=0,76–0,292;
p<0,05–0,01). Tačiau maža dalis (30,5 proc.) respondentų geba valdyti konfliktus. Dažniausiai pasitaikantys 
(60,3 proc.) nepageidaujami įvykiai buvo pacientų pabėgimas iš stacionaro, tarp kitų – pabėgimas ir susiža-
lojimas (29,4 proc.), savižudybė (10,3 proc.). Nuo 18,8–28,9 proc. respondenčių mano, kad nepageidaujamiems
įvykiams įtakos turi šiems pacientams nepritaikyta skyriaus aplinka, laiko ir personalo stygius, sunkiai pasie-
kiamos gydytojo psichiatro konsultacijos. Tik 3,1 proc. respondentų teigia, kad nepakankama personalo kompe-
tencija gali turėti įtakos nepageidaujamiems įvykiams. Tačiau daugumos slaugytojų (nuo 75,0–89,1 proc.)
požiūris į pacientus buvo pozityvus, nors slaugos principus pripažįsta tik nuo 6,3 iki 24,2 proc. respondenčių.

Išvados. Respondenčių kompetencija nėra reikiamo lygmens. Tai sietina su slaugytojų vidutinėmis
profesinėmis žiniomis, konfliktinėmis situacijomis su pacientais, nepakankamu slaugos principų pripažinimu
prižiūrint pacientus, turinčius psichinės sveikatos problemų.
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